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Pre-K-12 Literacy 

► State of the Nation 

It is true — reading is fundamental. Research and statistics underscore the fact that the foundations 
for literacy are laid in the earliest years of life and have implications for a child’s educational arc and 
post-schooling outcomes. 

Literacy development is a cause-and-effect chain that starts at birth. Early language and literacy 
development, beginning in the first three years of life, is influenced by the experiences young 
children have with books, stories and relationships with adults. Early literacy is essential if a child 
is to be reading proficiently by the end of 3rd grade. Recent research suggests that students not 
reading proficiently in 3rd grade are four times more likely than proficient readers to drop out of 
high school. Stubbornly low graduation rates in certain areas and among specific student subgroups, 
coupled with the negative impacts correlated with dropping out of high school, make clear that 
improved reading proficiency levels in America are absolutely critical. 





This issue of The Progress of Education Reform examines: 

► Low Pre-K-12 literacy levels nationally, especially for 
low-income and diverse student populations 

► Trends in U.S. students’ reading proficiency since the 
1970s 

► The negative impacts correlated with low reading levels 

► Policy recommendations for improving literacy 
instruction and achievement, particularly in the early 
grades. 
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What is "literacy"? 

The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), which assesses 15-year-olds in industrialized nations on reading, 
math and science, defines “reading literacy” as “the ability to understand, use and reflect on written texts in order to achieve one’s 
goals, to develop one’s knowledge and potential, and to participate effectively in society.” 1 Put more simply, literacy means the 
ability to read and write. 



Where are we now? 

Literacy initiatives in the U.S. are nothing new. As a matter of 
fact, in 1969, then-U.S. Commissioner of Education James Allen 
initiated a program called “Right to Read” to elevate the importance 
of reading proficiency. By 1975, ECS identified 31 states that were 
bringing a major state focus to bear on ensuring literacy for their 
students. 2 

Yet decades of state and national focus on reading proficiency have 
not resulted in a nation of proficient readers. While trend data 
from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) do 
suggest a narrowing of the Black/White achievement gap in grades 
4, 8 and 12 since the 1970s, and a slightly smaller narrowing of 
the Hispanic/White achievement gap in grades 4 and 12 during 
the same period, the percentage of students of color reading at the 
proficient level is far too low. For some subgroups, the percentage 
of students scoring at or above Proficient was in the single digits in 
the most recent administration of the NAEP in reading. 



Percent of Children Scoring At or Above Proficient in Reading; 2011 NAEP 
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Source: The Nation's Report Card, 2011. 



Snapshot of Literacy 
in the United States 



• The long-term trend in National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEPj reading assessments demonstrates that 
the literacy of 13- and 17-year-olds has stagnated for 
close to four decades. 5 

• At age 9, the average NAEP reading score in 2008 was 12 
points higher than in 1971. 6 However, this increase is still 
below proficient. 

• The Black/White 3rd-grade reading gap narrowed by 20 
points from 1971 to 2008, the 8th-grade gap narrowed 
by 17 points and the 12th-grade gap was reduced by 24 
points. 7 

• The 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAALj 
revealed that 30 million American adults scored at "below 
basic" - meaning they could perform no more than the 
most rudimentary literacy tasks. 8 



Percent of Children Who Do Not Finish High School 




3rd-grade proficient 
readers 



3rd-grade not 
proficient 



3rd-grade not proficient 
and poor at least 1 year 



Source; Hernandez, 2011. 9 
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Trends in the Elementary and 
Middle Grades 



• In 2011, about 1/3 of 4th and 8th graders reached proficiency 
in reading. 16 




Percent of Children Enrolled in Pre-Kindergarten 
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Source: Barnett et at., National Institute of Early Education Research, May 2011, p.4. 



High School 



High School Seniors Scoring at or 
Above Proficient on Reading, 2005 NAEP 






Caucasian 

Source: The Nation's Report Card, 2007 
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ECS Resources 



What are the potential impacts of not reading proficiently? 

Research has identified potentially serious negative outcomes for students struggling to 
read in the early grades. According to the Annie E. Casey 2011 report, Double Jeopardy , 
students who are not proficient readers in 3rd grade are four times more likely not to have 
a high school diploma by age 19 than their peers who were proficient readers in 3rd grade. 
Of these young people not reading proficiently in 3rd grade, those who read at the “below 
basic” level were even more likely than those reading at the “basic” level not to have 
graduated high school by age 19. And children whose families had spent a year or more in 
poverty and who read below the proficient level in 3rd grade saw even worse outcomes. 

And of course, much ink has been spilled on the negative impacts correlated with 
dropping out of high school, ranging from increased criminal activity and incarceration 
to poorer health outcomes. Inadequate levels of student literacy can negatively impact 
even those students who graduate high school and enter a postsecondary institution. As a 
2011 analysis of postsecondary remediation data by the Alliance for Excellent Education 
indicates, states as a whole would save an estimated $3.6 billion dollars from a reduced 
need for postsecondary remediation. 23 



The Impact of Dropping Out on Earnings 




Source: Carnevale et at, 2010. 



What policy approaches might move the needle? 

Given more than 40 years of policy activity with negligible results, policymakers may be 
discouraged from taking up the standard of reading reform. However, a report developed 
in the state of Massachusetts could be used by other states as they seek opportunities to 
improve literacy. A collaboration among university researchers, foundation leaders, agency 
heads and the governor’s office developed a set of strategies for Massachusetts to improve 
child literacy from birth to 9. Turning the Page: Refocusing Massachusetts for Reading 
Success (follow link for details) draws “on the findings from the most current and salient 
research, including seminal national reports ... policy reports, regulations, state guidelines 
and standards, and relevant national and state-level data”, among other resources to 
identify five recommendations for action. 27 



k 



P-3 Literacy Practices That Matter 
An ECS synopsis of 5 recent studies. 

http://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/95/73/9573.pdf 

Snapshots of literacy-related studies included in 
the ECS Research Studies Database 

This is not a comprehensive collection of literacy 
research, but does reflect recent studies that are often 
not accessible to policymakers. 

http://www.ecs.org/rs/SearchEngine/SearchResults. 

aspx?faq_id=a0870000006e7LiAAI 

Recent State Policies on Reading/Literacy 

The Education Commission of the States State Policy 
Tracking Database tracks hundreds of state education 
policies every year. See the following listing of recent 
state policies related to reading and literacy: 

http://www.ecs.org/ecs/ecscat.nsf/ 
WebTopicView?OpenViewEtcount=- 
lEt Restri ctT oCategory= Read i ng/ Literacy 
Specifically early literacy: http://www.ecs.org/ 
ecs/ecscat.nsf/WebTopicView?OpenViewftcount=- 
l&RestrictToCategory=Reading/Literacy— Early+Literacy 

ECS issue site on reading and literacy 

Includes links to a rich set of resources from other 
organizations, states and experts. 

http://www.ecs.org/html/issue.asp?issueid=97 

State Adolescent Literacy Policies ( 2008 ) 

http://www.ecs.org/html/educationissues/HighSchool/ 

highschooldbl_intro.asp?topic=al 

Making the Case for P-3 

Guiding principles for improving integration and 
alignment of P-3. 

http://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/75/22/7522.pdf 

Other Resources 

Doing What Works 

This Web site is a one-stop shop for research, 
demonstrations and other resources about early 
childhood literacy practices that have a strong evidence 
base. (U.S. Department of Education) Click on the 
literacy tab for other facets such as adolescent literacy, 
comprehension, etc. 

http://dww.ed.gov/Preschool-Language-and-Literacy/topic/ 
index.cfm?T ID=15 
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ECS presents recommendations for P-3 literacy with full recognition that attention to literacy cuts across the P-20 continuum. 
However, the early years set the stage for everything that follows, and the recommendations below address this critical time period. 

ECS suggests that, particularly in light of the pending implementation of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and related 
assessments, state efforts to improve literacy in the early grades might: 

► Pay particular attention to whether early literacy efforts are rooted in knowledge development in Pre-K and full-day 
kindergarten, and ensure the broadest access possible to such efforts in those grades. 

► Use implementation of the Common Core State Standards as an opportunity to deeply integrate the acquisition of knowledge 
as part of literacy strategies and to ensure alignment across all levels, P-3 to postsecondary. 

► Provide broad opportunities for preservice and inservice teachers to improve how they teach students to read and to 
strengthen their use (and school-wide use) of data that informs such instruction. 

► Use technology and other means to support early identification of both student and teacher literacy proficiency issues, and to 
support effective, immediate intervention. 

► Expect principals to effectively support literacy instruction in the early grades, and include growth and proficiency in literacy 
as a key element in the evaluation of principals. 

Despite efforts by the federal government, states and many national organizations during the last four decades, literacy in this 
country shows a mixed picture of slight improvement and stagnation. It is obvious that achieving reading proficiency is dependent 
on numerous factors including starting early, working on content and comprehension, and focusing on literacy at much later 
grades than has been the case in the past. Experience and some indicators suggest that activity around the right policy levers may, 
in fact, positively impact student literacy. As states move forward with implementation, they will need to be bold and continuously 
cognizant of this important goal: for students to understand, use and reflect on written texts in order to achieve one’s goals, to 
develop one’s knowledge and potential, and to participate effectively in society. 



Seminal Moments in U.S. Literacy 



State Focus; Right to Read 
Illation at Risk 

Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children 
RIAEP; Reading and Math 
Reading Wars 
National Education Goals 
National Reading Panel Report 
Increase in Pre-K Enrollment 
Handbook of Early Literacy Research 
No Child Left Behind /NCLBj 
National Early Literacy Panel 
Common Core State Standards 




Focus on Reading and Math 
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